Patient adherence to family practitioners' recommendations for breast cancer screening: a historical cohort study.
Breast cancer is the most prevalent malignancy among women in Israel, and routine screening is recommended for early detection. In 1997, a health management organization primary care centre in rural Israel established a 1-year programme wherein family physicians were encouraged to remind their patients to undergo breast cancer examinations. This study evaluates the impact of the physicians' intervention on patient compliance. Family practitioners from two practices were requested to discuss the importance of early breast cancer detection with all eligible patients who visited the clinic for any reason and to assist them in scheduling an appointment for screening. The files of the patients who received the recommendation were stamped accordingly. On completion of the programme, the physicians' files were audited, and the potential candidates for breast cancer screening were divided into two groups: those who had received the intervention (n = 251) and those who had not (n = 187); results were also compared with those of a third group of patients who had gone for an examination on their own initiative (n = 100) prior to the study (i.e. did not require intervention). A random sample of half the patients also completed an ad hoc questionnaire covering sociodemographic variables and the impact of the doctors' intervention on their behaviour. Patients in the intervention group showed a significantly greater change in behaviour regarding breast cancer screening than the controls (32% versus 13%, P = 0.001). This change was manifested particularly in the group of women aged 50-74 years who received the recommendation for mammography to be performed (according to the guidelines). Although this is a study in only two practices, the results suggest that primary care physicians can significantly alter the behaviour of their patients regarding regular breast examinations. The use of a special reminder can also help the individual doctor to ensure that each patient has been properly instructed.